Postnatal protein malnutrition affects inhibitory avoidance and risk assessment behaviors in two models of anxiety in rats.
Protein malnutrition induces structural, neurochemical and functional alterations in the central nervous system, leading to alterations in behavioral function. In order to study the effects of early protein malnutrition on inhibitory avoidance and escape behaviors we used the elevated T-maze (ETM), while the risk assessment behaviors were evaluated by the canopy stretched attend posture (SAP) test. Rat pups were fed by lactating females receiving 16% (control) or 6% (malnourished) protein diets during the lactation period. After weaning the animals received the same diets until 49 days of age, when all animals started receiving a lab chow diet. Behavioral tests were started at 70 days of age. ETM results showed lower inhibitory avoidance in malnourished animals, without differences in escape behavior. SAP test results showed higher exploration and lower risk assessment behaviors in malnourished animals compared to control. These results suggest that malnourished animals are less anxious and/or more impulsive as measured by these two animal models and that malnutrition seems to affect differently behavioral strategies underlying fear and anxiety responses.